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Reflection on the Traits and Images Associated with Jews  







Este artigo analisa a imagem dos judeus na sociedade otomana do século XVII. Baseia-se 
principalmente nos diários de viagem de Evliya Çelebi, o famoso cortesão e viajante otomano. 
Estes constituem uma excelente fonte histórica para estudar a perceção otomana dos judeus, já 
que o seu autor regista as atitudes da elite governante e das massas urbanas em relação às 
minorias. O artigo pretende demonstrar que a perceção dos judeus se baseava, na época 
considerada, em diferenças religiosas influenciadas pela mudança de necessidades e de 
circunstâncias, para além de enformadas pela ideia da superioridade muçulmana. 
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This article analyzes the image of Jews in seventeenth century Ottoman society. It is mainly based 
on the travel diaries of Evliya Çelebi, the well-known Ottoman traveler and courtier. Evliya’s 
travelogue is an excellent historical source for studying the Ottoman perception of Jews, since its 
author records the attitudes towards minorities of both the ruling elite and the urban masses. The 
article shows that the perception of Jews at that time was based on religious differences, 
influenced by changing needs and circumstances, and informed by a Muslim sense of superiority.  
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The Ottoman policy towards religious minorities was primarily based on Islamic tradition, 
that is, the Koran, Hadith (the sayings and teachings of the Prophet Muhammad), and the 
precedents and practices inherited from earlier Muslim states. The Koran and Hadith contain 
numerous negative descriptions of Jews, reflecting the Prophet Muhammad’s fury over the 
rejection of his religious message by the contemporary Jewish tribes. Jews are depicted as a mean, 
cunning, cowardly, hostile, deceitful, and treacherous people; they deliberately tampered with 
their own sacred texts; they intrigued against Muhammad and the early Muslim community, they 
are the Muslims’ worst enemies; they persecuted and killed their own prophets; they reject Allah’s 
truth; they were cursed by Allah because of their disbelief, and so on. These negative depictions of 
Jews were expanded in early Islamic hagiographic literature on the life of the Prophet (Sira). For 
example, Jews portrayed as villainous and malicious, although they are weak and ineffectual. 




Therefore, according to Islamic sources, Jews have been condemned to an existence of 
wretchedness and humiliation. Moreover, Jews will also be punished in the afterlife, where they 
will burn in hell1.  
Nevertheless, according to Islamic law, minorities who belonged to the "people of the 
book" (a Koranic term referring to people of any divine religion such as Jews and Christians) were 
entitled to protection known as zimmet, because their faiths reflected elements of true revelation. 
Accordingly, the term zimmi designated a protected non-Muslim subject in a Muslim state. Muslim 
authorities recognized the rights of monotheistic believers to life, freedom of worship, livelihood 
and property. In return, zimmis had to pay a poll tax (cizye), avoid helping Islam's enemies and live 
under restrictions of a primarily social nature. Most of the restrictions and prohibitions applying to 
zimmis were included in a document known as the "Pact of Umar" which had been incorporated 
into the Muslim legal tradition by the ninth century. Among the regulations mentioned in the 
document, non-Muslims could not ride horses, bear arms, build new places of worship, own 
Muslim slaves, dress like Muslims, or conduct worship in public. In reality, however, the 
application of these regulations was not consistent and varied widely according to time, place and 
circumstances2. 
The Ottoman Empire is known for its laxity in applying the above regulations and is 
considered to be one of the most tolerant of all Muslim states3. Notably, scholars agree that the 
economic and social stability of the Ottoman Empire in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 
ensured a safe and secure environment for Muslim and non-Muslim coexistence. Jewish 
immigrants, in particular, were the object of extraordinary tolerance and sympathy. In the late 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries they found refuge in the Ottoman Empire, where they enjoyed 
commercial and financial success in urban centers. Some even rose to prominence as court 
physicians4. 
                                                          
1 Bernard Lewis, Semites and Anti-Semites, London, W. W. Norton, 1986, p. 122, 128-130; Ronald L. Nettler, 
"Islamic Archetypes of the Jews: Then and Now", in Anti-Zionism and Antisemitism in the Contemporary 
World, ed. Robert S. Wistrich, Houndmills, Basingstoe, Palgrave Macmillan, 1990, p.  63-67, 69; Norman A. 
Stillman, "Traditional Islamic Attitudes toward Jews and Judaism", in The Solomon Goldman Lectures, ed. 
Nathaniel Stampfer, Chicago, Spertus College of Judaica Press, 1985, vol. 4, p. 76-79; Efraim Karsh, "Intifada 
II: The Long Trail of Arab Antisemitism", Commentary 110-5 (2000), p. 50, 52; Norman A. Stillman, İlker 
Aytürk, Steven Uran, and Jonathan Fine, "Anti-Judaism/Antisemitism/Anti-Zionism", Encyclopedia of Jews in 
the Islamic World, Executive Editor Norman A. Stillman, Leiden, Brill Online, 2016.  
2 For the legal status of zimmis, see Bernard Lewis, The Jews of Islam, Princeton, Princeton University Press, 
1984,  p. 3-66, 134-48; Claude Cahen, "Dhimma", Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd edition, Leiden, Brill, 1965, vol. 
2,  p. 227-231; Bruce Masters, Christians and Jews in the Ottoman Arab World: The Roots of Sectarianism, 
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2001, p. 16-40. 
3 Avigdor Levy, "Introduction", in The Jews of the Ottoman Empire, ed. Avigdor Levy, Princeton, Princeton 
University Press, 1994, p. 16; B. Masters, Christians and Jews…, p. 32-33; Yaron Ben-Naeh, Jews in the Realm 
of the Sultans, Tübingen, Mohr Siebeck, 2008, p. 104-107; Haim Gerber, Economic and Social Life of the Jews 
in the Ottoman Empire in the 16th and 17th Centuries, Jerusalem, The Zalman Shazar Center, 1982, p. 9-19 [in 
Hebrew]. 
4 See for example, B. Lewis, The Jews of Islam…, p. 61; C. Cahen, Dhimma…, p. 230; A. Levy, Introduction…, p. 
15-17, 19, 28; Minna Rozen, "Ottoman Jews," in The Cambridge History of Turkey, ed. Suraiya Faroqhi, 
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2008, vol. 3, p. 257-258, 268; Jacob Barnai, "Blood Libels in the 
Ottoman Empire of the Fifteenth to Nineteenth Centuries", in Antisemitism Through the Ages, ed. Shmuel 
Almog, Oxford, Pergamon, 1988, p. 189-190; Mark R. Cohen, "Islam and the Jews: Myth and Counter-Myth, 
History", Jerusalem Quarterly 38 (1986), p. 137; Gilles Veinstein, "Jews and Muslims in the Ottoman Empire", 




However, tolerance based on Islam did not preclude the possibility of antipathy, and even 
hatred, between groups within this heterogeneous multi-ethnic Ottoman society (e.g., Muslims 
and Jews). Despite the important role they played in Ottoman economic life, Jews were alienated 
and treated with suspicion and contempt. Yaron Ben-Naeh claims that during the period in 
question, "the lot of Jews was to be the bearers of a negative image and low social status"5. 
Indeed, a closer look at historical narratives pertaining to early modern Ottoman society reveals 
the prejudice and dislike of Jews exhibited by the Ottoman polity, its representatives, and Muslim 
subjects of the Empire. This contrasts with the very idealistic view of minorities under Islam, and 
Jews in particular. Most scholars investigating dislike or distrust of minority groups in Ottoman 
society have focused on the nineteenth century. Either they analyzed enmities stemming from 
diverse expressions of nationalism and religious identities highlighted by nationalistic ideals6, or 
they examined the impact of European anti-Semitism on the attitude toward Jews, as well as the 
economic rivalry between Jews and Christians in Ottoman cities7.  
My article does not relate to the formal view of Jews as reflected in fermans (imperial 
edicts), for example, but rather analyzes the image of Jews in the seventeenth century based on a 
unique source – the travel diaries of Evliya Çelebi (or Chelebi), the well-known Ottoman traveler 
and courtier. He left a vast account, divided into ten "Travel-Books" (Seyahatname), of his 
peregrinations throughout the Ottoman Empire and the surrounding regions over a period of 
approximately forty years (1640-1680). In fact, Evliya’s work is considered "the longest and fullest 
travel account in Islamic literature – perhaps in world literature"8. It is an excellent historical 
source for the study of the Ottoman perception of Jews, since it provides "the best possible view 
of the Ottoman mind from the inside"9.  
Over the years, the scholarly value of Evliya’s work has been called into question, since 
some of the narrator’s stories are exaggerated or even fictitious. Furthermore, he includes a wide 
range of jokes along with his "marvels and wonders", repeats folk tales and oral traditions 
uncritically, and makes several mistakes. On the other hand, aside from oral sources the 
Seyahatname draws upon official records and documents, geographical and historical works. In 
                                                                                                                                                                                 
in A History of Jewish-Muslim Relations: From the Origins to the Present Day, eds. Abdelwahab Meddeb and 
Benjamin Stora, Princeton, Princeton University Press, 2013, p. 171-185. 
5 Y. Ben-Naeh, Jews in the Realm of the Sultans…, p. 116. 
6 See, for example, Ussama S. Makdisi, The Culture of Sectarianism: Community, History, and Violence in 
Nineteenth Century Ottoman Lebanon, Berkeley, University of California Press, 2000; Stanford J. Shaw, The 
Jews of the Ottoman Empire and the Turkish Republic, New York, NYU Press, 1992, especially p. 187-206; 
Donald Quataert, The Ottoman Empire, 1700–1922, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2005, vol. 34; 
Fatma Müge Göçek, "The Decline of the Ottoman Empire and the Emergence of Greek, Armenians, Turkish 
and Arab Nationalism", in Social Constructions of Nationalism in the Middle East, ed. Fatma Müge Göçek, 
Albany, SUNY Press, 2002, p. 15-83; idem, "Ethnic Segmentation, Western Education, and Political 
Outcomes: Nineteenth-Century Ottoman Society", Poetics today 14-3 (1993), p. 507-538. 
7 B. Lewis, The Jews of Islam…, 169-171; idem, Semites and Anti-Semites…, p. 125-139; Gudrun Krämer, 
"Anti-Semitism in the Muslim World: A Critical Review", Die Welt des Islams 46-3 (2006), p. 243-276; Mark R. 
Cohen, "Modern Myths of Muslim Anti-Semitism", in Muslim Attitudes to Jews and Israel, ed. Moshe Ma’oz, 
Brighton-Portland-Toronto, Sussex Academic Press, 2010, p. 31-47; Esther Webman, "The Challenge of 
Assessing Arab/Islamic Antisemitism", Middle Eastern Studies 46-5 (2010), p. 677-697. 
8 Robert Dankoff, "Evliyâ Çelebi and the Seyahatname", in The Turks, ed. H. C. Güzel, Ankara, Yeni Türkiye, 
2002, vol. III, p. 605. 
9 R. Dankoff, "Evliyâ Çelebi…", p. 611; idem, An Ottoman Mentality: The World of Evliya Çelebi, Leiden, Brill, 
2006, p. 7. 




fact, in many instances in which Evliya has been carefully checked, he has proved to be a well 
informed and conscientious observer. Ottoman specialists have therefore come to regard Evliya’s 
travelogue as a serious historical source with reliable observations about seventeenth century 
Ottoman society10. It should also be borne in mind, as Yaron Ben-Naeh rightly comments, that "the 
stories which he [Evliya] cites from the locals, should be treated as a mirror to their cultural world, 
and not necessarily judged as true or false"11.  
I have made use of the modern Turkish transcription of the ten volumes published 
between 1996 and 2007 with the help of the Yapı Kredi Bank12. This is the entire first edition of the 
Seyahatname in Latin characters. My discussion is also partially based on Dankoff and Kim’s 
excellent English translation of selections from the Book of Travels13. Other relevant contemporary 
sources, such as chronicles and fetva collections (legal opinions of the Ottoman jurisprudents), 
have also been consulted14. 
I maintain that the perception of Jews at that time was based on religious differences, 
influenced by changing needs and circumstances, and informed by a Muslim sense of superiority. 
Evliya Çelebi employed various discourses defining the religious, cultural, and social dichotomy 
between Sunni Muslims and Jews15. The treatment of Jews, among other groups, as "the other" 
helped to affirm Muslim identity during an extremely tumultuous period for the Ottoman state. 
Furthermore, I will show that the negative attributes ascribed to Jews were not only expressed in 
religious and social terms, but also in ethnic/racial terms.  
 
 
                                                          
10 R. Dankoff, An Ottoman Mentality…, p. xvii, 7; Robert Dankoff and Sooyong Kim, An Ottoman Traveller: 
Selections from the Book of Travels of Evliyâ Çelebi, London,  Eland, 2011, p. x; Rhoads Murphey, 
"Introduction", in The Intimate Life of an Ottoman Statesman: Melek Ahmed Pasha, 1588-1662 , ed. Robert 
Dankoff, Albany, State University of  New York Press, 1991, p. 21-41; Suraiya Faroqhi, The Ottoman Empire 
and the World Around it, London and New York, I. B. Tauris, 2004, p. 203-204. 
11 Yaron Ben-Naeh, "’Thousands Great Saints’:Evliya Çelebi in Ottoman Palestine", Quest. Journal of 
Contemporary Jewish History 6 (2013), p. 5. 
12 I have used an electronic version of the books in question. These have different pagination than the print 
version. Also, with regard to Volume 1, Yapı Kredi Bank brought out a new transcription in 2006, due to the 
shortcomings of the 1996 transcription. 
13 R. Dankoff and S. Kim, An Ottoman Traveller. 
14 As for chronicles, this study is based on Raşid Mehmed Efendi and Çelebizade İsmail Asım Efendi, Tarih- i 
Raşid ve Zeyli, eds., Abdülkadir Özcan, Ahmet Zeki İzgöer, Baki Çakır and Yunus Uğur, İstanbul, Klasik, vol. 1, 
2013; Naima Mustafa Efendi, Tarih-i Naima, ed. Mehmet İpşirli, Ankara, Türk Tarih Kurumu, vol. 1, 2007; 
Anonymous. Anonim Osmanlı Tarihi, 1688-1704, ed. Abdülkadir Özcan, Ankara, Türk Tarih Kurumu, 2000. In 
addition, I have utilized the following fetva collections: Feyzullah Efendi, Fetava-yı Feyziyye, ed. Süleyman 
Kaya, İstanbul, Klasik, 2009; Yenişehirli Abdullah Efendi, Bahcetül-Fetava, eds. Süleyman Kaya, Betül Algın, 
Zeynep Trabzonlu and Asuman Erkan, İstanbul, Klasik, 2011. 
15 In his book on Ottoman mentality, Dankoff discusses Evliya’s education, accomplishments, world view and 
limitations. In the second chapter, "Man of the World", he inquires to what extent the notion of "tolerance" 
applies to Evliya, and characterizes his views about different groups, including Jews. Still, Dankoff touches 
briefly on the perception of Jews using only some excerpts from the ten-volume travelogue. Similarly, in 
covering Jewish life in the first half of the seventeenth-century based on Evliya Çelebi’s narrative, Okan Cakir 
focuses his attention on Istanbul Jewry, and makes heavy use of the first volume. See Okan Cakir, Jews from 
Konstantiniyye to Islambol: Istanbul Jewry in the 17th Century according to the Accounts of Evliya and Eremya 
Çelebi, MA Thesis, Ohio State University, 2005. In contrast, I have used all ten volumes to explore in depth 
the perception of the empire’s Jewish inhabitants in general, while using other historical sources as well. 




1. Historical context 
 
The relationship between Muslims and Jews was not consistent, but varied to a great 
extent, depending on the area and time period in question. Ottoman Jews had friendly and even 
romantic relations with Muslims, and they were granted a degree of autonomy in religious, 
organizational, occupational and legal affairs16. Yet the position of Jews and other minorities in the 
Ottoman Empire was affected by internal and external factors: economic and social problems, 
political turmoil, dynastic needs, religious zeal and fanaticism, wars with European Christian states, 
etc. Thus, in times of crisis, religious tolerance significantly diminished. The seventeenth century 
was a time of crisis and change for the Ottoman Empire17. Therefore, the attitudes expressed 
towards Jewish subjects of the Empire in Ottoman narratives of that time must be viewed in an 
historical context. 
In the mid to late seventeenth century the Ottoman Empire faced severe political, social 
and economic challenges. Both very young (seven-year-old Mehmed IV, 1648-1687) and mentally 
ill (Mustafa I, 1617-1618, 1622-1623; İbrahim I, 1640-1648) sultans ascended the throne. A 
capable sultan, Osman II (1618-1622), was dethroned by the Janissaries (the sultan’s elite infantry) 
and strangled to death immediately afterwards. Consequently, the course of events was 
determined by the women of the harem, especially the mother of the sultan, and various factions 
in the palace and the army. This set the stage for a prolonged power struggle within the Ottoman 
ruling establishment, along with military rebellions and anarchy in the capital. Between 1622 and 
1656 the Janissaries, in particular, succeeded in dominating Istanbul and the central 
administration. During this period the Anatolian provinces were the center of opposition to the 
capital. The struggle between the Istanbul Janissaries and governors in Anatolia, combined with 
disturbances caused by unemployed peasant mercenaries, weakened the authority of the central 
government in the provinces18. 
In addition, during the mid-century the Empire faced increased financial problems for 
several reasons, including the collapse of the Ottoman monetary system followed by inflation and 
devaluation; the growing number of regular and irregular soldiers; population decline in the 
countryside; long wars, such as the war with the Venetians over the island of Crete (1645-1669), 
                                                          
16 See, for example, Y. Ben-Naeh, Jews in the Realm of the Sultans…, p. 101, 126-127, 318-319 and passim; 
M. Rozen, Ottoman Jews…, p. 259-262; Jacob Barnai, "The Jews of the Ottoman Empire in the 17th and 18th 
Centuries", in The Sephardi Legacy II, ed. H. Beinart, Jerusalem, Magnes Press, p. 488-489 [in Hebrew]; Leah 
Bornstein-Makovetsky, "Non-Urban Social Encounters between Jews and Muslims in the Ottoman Empire 
During the 16th Through 18th Centuries", in Jews and Muslims in the Islamic World, eds. B. D. Cooperman, Z. 
Zohar, Bethesda, MD, 2013, p. 101-118. 
17 Suraiya Faroqhi, "Crisis and Change, 1590-1699", in An Economic and Social History of the Ottoman 
Empire, 1300-1914, eds. Halil İnalcık and Donald Quataert, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1994, p. 
411-636; Halil İnalcık, "Military and Fiscal Transformation in the Ottoman Empire, 1600-1700", Archivum 
Ottomanicum  6 (1980), p. 283-337; Rifaat Ali Abou El-Haj, Formation of the Modern State, Albany, State 
University of New York Press, 1991; Rhoads Murphey, "Continuity and Discontinuity in Ottoman 
Administrative Theory and Practice during the Late Seventeenth Century", Poetics Today 14-2 (1993), p. 419-
443; Linda Darling, Revenue-Raising and Legitimacy, Tax Collection and Finance Administration in the 
Ottoman Empire, 1560-1660, Leiden: Brill, 1996. 
18 H. İnalcık, Military and Fiscal Transformation…, p. 288-303; S. Faroqhi, Crisis and Change…, p. 414-419; 
Leslie Peirce, The Imperial Harem, New York-Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1993, especially p. 91-112, 
186-225. 




and especially the siege of Candia, which drained the Ottoman treasury19. In 1656, the Venetians 
besieged Istanbul, causing panic and hyper-inflation in the city20. 
In order to cope with this political and economic disorder, Hatice Turhan, the mother of 
the young sultan (valide sultan) and the most influential figure in the palace, was forced to appoint 
Köprülü Mehmed Pasha as grand vizier (1656), granting him near absolute power to correct the 
situation. Indeed, when Köprülü Mehmed Pasha died in 1661, he left behind, for the time being, a 
more stable empire21. 
In the face of rising troubles, Hatice Turhan and her supporters in court turned to the 
Kadızadeli Islamic reform movement, hoping to restore the strength of the dynasty and the 
Empire. The movement was named after its founder, Kadızade Mehmed Efendi (1582-1635), a 
popular preacher in his day.  He espoused a conservative doctrine aimed at purifying Islam of all 
the innovations (coffee, tobacco, visits to saints’ graves, and so on) and Sufi practices (dancing, 
singing, and music) that had "polluted" it since the days of the Prophet Muhammad. It was 
believed that slack religiosity and loose morality, e.g. homosexual practices among the soldiers, 
and the treatment of minorities, were the cause of many problems. The Kadızadeli movement had 
three major waves of influence throughout the seventeenth century22. 
The movement became most influential after 1661, during the third wave of religious 
fanaticism. The Kadızadeli leader at that time, Vani Efendi, was one of the most influential advisers 
to Hatice Turhan, the grand vizier (Köprülü Ahmed Pasha), and the sultan (Mehmed IV). He 
succeeded in placing the Kadızadeli doctrine at the forefront of the public agenda and establishing 
it as the regime’s official policy.  More importantly, unlike earlier leaders of the Kadızadelis, he 
also targeted minorities. In his opinion, putting non-Muslims in their proper place was a necessary 
measure if the Empire was to be restored to greatness. Therefore, Vani Efendi emphasized the 
inferiority of Jews and Christians and the importance of enforcing the legal restrictions on zimmis. 
He convinced the grand vizier to destroy taverns in Istanbul and forbid the sale and consumption 
of wine, thus affecting the economic position of many Jews and Christians23. 
                                                          
19 H. İnalcık, Military and Fiscal Transformation…, p. 287-313; S. Faroqhi, Crisis and Change…, p. 433-473; 
Şevket Pamuk, "In the Absence of Domestic Currency: Debased European Coinage in the Seventeenth–
Century Ottoman Empire", The Journal of Economic History 57 (1997), p. 345-366. The war with Venice was 
not the only international crisis to occupy the Ottomans in the middle of the seventeenth century. Their 
relationship with the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth was shaken in 1648 by events on the north-western 
frontier of the empire. See, S. Faroqhi, Crisis and Change…, p. 426-28; Caroline Finkel, Osman's Dream: The 
Story of the Ottoman Empire 1300-1923, Syracuse, Syracuse University Press, 2005, p. 273. 
20 S. Faroqhi, Crisis and Change…, p. 423-424; Marc David Baer, "The Great Fire of 1660 and the Islamization 
of Christian and Jewish space in Istanbul", International Journal of Middle East Studies 36 (2004), p. 162. 
21 Aleksander Fotić, "Köprülü Family", in Encyclopedia of the Ottoman Empire, eds. Gábor Ágoston and Bruce 
Masters, New York, Facts On File, 2009, p. 313-315; Stanford J. Shaw, History of the Ottoman Empire and 
Modern Turkey: Empire of the Gazis: the Rise and Decline of the Ottoman Empire 1280-1808, Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press, 1976, vol. I, p. 208-211. 
22 Madeline C. Zilfi, The Politics of Piety: The Ottoman Ulema in the Postclassical Age, 1600-1800, 
Minneapolis, Bibliotheca Islamica, 1988, p. 129-181; idem, "The Kadızadelis: Discordant Revivalism in 
Seventeenth Century Istanbul", The Journal of Near Eastern Studies 45-4 (1986), p. 251-269; Semiramis 
Çavuşoğlu, The Kadızadeli Movement: An Attempt of Şeriat-Minded Reform in the Ottoman Empire, Ph.D. 
Diss., Princeton University, 1990.  
23 M. C. Zilfi, The Politics of Piety…, p. 150-157; idem, The Kadızadelis…, p. 263-265; Çavuşoğlu, The 
Kadızadeli Movement…, p. 16, 164-165, 182. 




Moreover, Vani Efendi, Hatice Turhan and Köprülü Ahmed Pasha promoted the 
Islamization of Christian and Jewish areas in Istanbul. As Marc David Baer argues, in troubled times 
Islamization satisfied the different interests of all three: demonstrating the piety and legitimacy of 
the dynasty (valide sultan), asserting the state’s authority at home and abroad (grand vizier), and 
decreasing the visibility of non-Muslims in Istanbul (Vani Efendi)24. A great fire in 1660 became the 
pretext for implementing unprecedented policies concerning Christian and Jewish houses of 
worship. Christians were eventually allowed to rebuild their churches to some extent. In contrast, 
Jews "had to abandon properties, could not restore their homes or synagogues, and were even 
expelled from the district [Eminönü] where most had resided prior to the fire"25. In fact, some 
contemporary Ottoman writers, including Evliya Çelebi, regarded the fire as a divine punishment 
of Jews26. Baer also shows how the process of Islamization of Jewish space was coupled with the 
preference for Orthodox Christians rather than Jews to hold key palace positions (such as 
physicians), at the beginning of the 1660s. These policies toward Jews, initiated by Hatice Turhan, 
reflected their fall from grace in the mid-seventeenth century27.  
There were other reasons for the relative decline in the position of Jews in certain fields 
and urban centers. These included the decline of the Salonica textile industry already in the late 
sixteenth century, the drying up of the major source of Jewish immigrants (Spanish and 
Portuguese Jewry), the decline of the Sefardi economic network as Atlantic commerce 
supplemented Mediterranean, and increasing competition in trade from the Greeks, Armenians 
and the Janissaries28. The Jews’ endorsement of the messianic and subversive movement of 
Shabbatai Tzevi (1665-1666) was particularly significant, because Jews dissolved their businesses, 
made preparations for their voyage to the Holy Land, and clashed fearlessly with Muslims and 
Christians29. As a result, the Ottoman court regarded Jews as a volatile and untrustworthy group30. 
Muslim commoners in Istanbul, Izmir, and elsewhere, disapproved of the turmoil within the Jewish 
                                                          
24 M. D. Baer, The Great Fire of 1660…, p. 159-181. 
25 Idem, p. 159-160, 165-171. 
26 Idem,, p. 172. 
27 Idem,, p. 162, 173.  
28 Idem, p. 162; Y. Ben-Naeh, Jews in the Realm of the Sultans…, p. 116-128; M. Rozen, Ottoman Jews…, p. 
256, 263, 268-270; S. Faroqhi, Crisis and Change…, p. 452-460; A. Levy, Introduction…, p. 74-75; Benjamin 
Braude, "Introduction", in Christians and Jews in the Ottoman Empire: The Abridged Edition, ed. Benjamin 
Braude, Boulder, Lynne Rienner, 2014, p. 37-39; Gottfried Hagen, "Ottoman Understandings of the World in 
the Seventeenth Century", in R. Dankoff, An Ottoman Mentality…, p. 247; Esther Benbassa and Aron 
Rodrigue, Sephardi Jewry: A History of the Judeo-Spanish Community, Fourteenth-Twentieth Centuries, 
Berkeley, University of California Press, 2000, p. 36-49; Gábor Ágoston, "Janissaries", in Encyclopedia of the 
Ottoman Empire, eds. Gábor Ágoston and Bruce Masters, New York, Facts On File, 2009, p. 296-297.  
29 In May 1665 Tzevi, the son of a Jewish merchant from Izmir, declared himself the Messiah. This incited a 
fervent response from Jews both within and outside of the Ottoman Empire who longed to change their 
economic and social status in Christian and Muslim lands and to avenge themselves on their enemies. Tzevi 
promised that he would wrest the sultanate from Mehmed IV and become "King of the World". See M. C. 
Zilfi, The Politics of Piety…, p. 153; Y. Ben-Naeh, Jews in the Realm of the Sultans…, p. 140-142; Gershom 
Scholem, Sabbatai Sevi: The Mystical Messiah, 1626-1676, trans. R.J. Zwi Werblowsky, Princeton, Princeton 
University Press, 2016; Marc David Baer, Honored by the Glory of Islam: Conversion and Conquest in 
Ottoman Europe, Oxford-New York, Oxford University Press, 2011, p. 123, 125; M. C. Zilfi, The Politics of 
Piety…, p. 153; Y. Ben-Naeh, Jews in the Realm of the Sultans…, p. 140-142. 
30 M. D. Baer, Honored by the Glory of Islam…, p. 123. 




communities. After Shabbatai Tzevi was arrested and subsequently converted to Islam, they 
mocked and humiliated Jews in places such as Istanbul and Izmir31. 
 
2. The role of religion in the perception of "the self" and "the other" 
 
The Ottoman Empire was first and foremost a Muslim state, based on the teachings of the 
shari'a. Hence, religion was the primary basis of identity and classification. Given that traditional 
Islam considered Judaism and Christianity to be earlier and distorted versions of the Islamic faith, 
there was a belief in the supremacy of Islam and Muslims over those other monotheistic religions 
and their adherents32. Still, we have to bear in mind, as Bekim Agai puts it, that "it is not a question 
of whether or not Islam plays a role in identity-building, but rather how and to what degree it 
does"33. The historical conditions mentioned above may explain why the negative image of the 
Jews portrayed in early Islamic sources intensified during the period under discussion.  
Evliya Çelebi's education may also explain his negative portrayal of the Jews in religious 
terms. Educated as an alim and a pious Sunni, he had a superb religious education acquired during 
lengthy years of study. With regard to his early education, Evliya relates that he studied for eleven 
years in a Koran school before he became a student in a medrese, where he studied for seven 
years. Evliya adds that he attended the mosque every Friday, serving as chief muezzin and 
reciter34. Indeed, the "Travel-Books" include many references to Islamic sacred texts. Hence, it 
may be assumed, as Yaron Ben-Naeh points out, that Evliya and his peers absorbed the negative 
image of the Jew as portrayed in the Koran and the Hadith35. This is why he attributes intrinsic 
negative traits to the Jews.  
To begin with, he expresses his contemptuous attitude towards Jews by using the 
customary pejorative terms. The most common term applied by Ottomans specifically to Jews was 
çufud/cühud (mean/vicious/stingy)36. Indeed, this term appears time and again in the 
Seyahatname37. In addition, we find insulting words and phrases such as zum-ı batıllarınca 
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("according to their false beliefs")38, melun/melainler ("accursed")39, şerir ("wicked"40, menhus ("ill-
omened")41, and bi-din ("irreligious")42. As for the latter, one anonymous contemporary chronicler 
even uses the derogatory epithet bi-din kılab-ı Yahud ("irreligious Jewish dogs" – dogs are 
considered to be ritually unclean in Islam)43.  
Interestingly, when Evliya refers to the Jews, he also employs the pejorative term kefere 
("infidels"). As a rule, this term applies to all non-Muslims who reject the Islamic message and 
deny its truth. Yet according to Bernard Lewis and others, Ottoman documentation shows that 
only Christians were referred to as kefere, whereas Jews were referred to as Jews44. Indeed, in 
most cases Evliya uses the customary terms for Jews: Yahudan, Yahudiler or taife-ı Yahud. 
However, he occasionally classifies Jews as "infidels". For example, when describing the language 
of the Jews, Evliya says that "the Jews are a bunch of erring infidels whose sect is contrary to that 
of the Christians"45. Apparently, he was not alone in classifying Jews as "infidels"46. 
In any case, given the negative images of Jews that originated in the Koran and the Hadith, 
it is not surprising that Yahudi became one of the most offensive terms used by a Muslim against a 
fellow Muslim. Sheykh-ul-Islam, Grand Mufti of the Empire, and the head of the Ottoman religious 
establishment, Çatalcalı Ali Efendi (d. 1692), issued a legal opinion declaring that the punishment 
of a Muslim who addressed his son as "infidel, the son of a Jew", should be flogging47.  
Thus, as was the case in Christian Europe, the term "Jew" and its derivatives had assumed 
a derogatory significance in the seventeenth century, so much so that the body of a deceased 
person from the Jewish community was referred to as a "carcass" (laşe) in Evliya’s diaries, as well 
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as in other Ottoman sources48. Similarly, when a Jew perished, Evliya employed the word mürd 
(dropped dead – said of animals)49. By so doing, he created a dehumanized image of Jews. 
Another early stereotype reflected in the Seyahatname is the belief that Jews are hostile 
towards Muhammad and Islam. In one instance Evliya mentions that during the reign of Sultan 
Süleyman "the Lawgiver" (r. 1520-1566) a Jew poisoned one of the sultan’s viziers by the name of 
Mehmed (Turkish form of Muhammad). The Jew even boasted that he had in fact poisoned no less 
than forty Muslims named after the Prophet Muhammad50. In another instance, when Evliya 
describes the procession of Istanbul’s guilds before Sultan Murad IV in 1638, he claims that the 
Jewish tavern-keepers are last in line as a sign of disrespect and because, among other things, 
"they are a breed of vermin…all their deeds are calculated to treachery and the killing of Muslims, 
especially anyone named Muhammed"51.  
Contemporary Ottoman chroniclers, as well as chroniclers of other periods, do not provide 
much information on the Jews, but when they do mention them, references generally appear in a 
negative context52. For instance, the chronicler Mustafa Naima (1655-1716) relates an episode in 
which a Jew with a "devilish mind" plotted the execution of his master, the grand vizier Derviş 
Mehmed Pasha (d. 1606)53.  
Another recurrent theme in Evliya’s work is the portrayal of Jews as persecutors and killers 
of their own prophets. One should take into consideration that all the Biblical prophets are 
integrated into the Islamic tradition and are considered to be Muslims to some degree54, and that 
some Islamic sources portray the Jews as the killers of Muhammad55. Evliya recounts numerous 
"historical" stories and religious legends that he picked up during his travels, thus reproducing 
some popular myths about the untrustworthiness, faithlessness, and treachery of the Jews. It 
appears that Muslims used these tales to explain why Jews were accursed56. Many stories concern 
the murder of John the Baptist by the Jews and their punishment at the hands of the Babylonian 
emperor Nebuchadnezzar. This, of course, could not have happened, since John the Baptist and 
Nebuchadnezzar were not contemporaries. Here is one such story: 
 
"Then in the year (–) Nebuchadnezzar emerged from the city of Nisibin in Kurdistan in order 
to avenge the blood of John the Baptist. Coming to Jerusalem he destroyed the fortifications 
and all its buildings, made mincemeat of its people, and killed thousands of Israelites. He did 
not stop wielding the sword until the blood stopped flowing from John’s body. He also found 
Daniel in Safed, took him prisoner and brought him to Mosul"57.  
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Some stories concern the killing or persecution of individual prophets such as Saint 
George58, Jesus59, Zechariah60 and Elijah61; as well as entire groups of prophets. Regarding the 
latter, for example, it is said that: "In the year 76 [695-6], after the birth of Jesus, Nebuchadnezzar 
destroyed the city [of Tiberias]. It was inhabited again, and at some point seventy prophets were 
assembled in this city. The Jews killed most of these prophets"62.  
Evliya also associates Jews with trickery and deceit. Many Jewish sarrafs helped high-
ranking Ottoman officials to manage their economic affairs. A sarraf, generally a non-Muslim, 
provided large sums in credit or cash to acquire an office or a tax-farm, and was involved in 
granting loans, changing money, and minting coinage63. According to Evliya, fraudulent behavior 
was common among Jewish sarrafs, with only one exception:  
 
"The defterdar [chief financial officer] of Egypt employs a Jew as a sarrafbaşı. The latter has 
300 Jewish sarrafs at his disposal. Each tax-farmer is assigned a Jewish sarraf. The Jewish 
sarrafs serve in the provinces. But, the Jews are always engaged in acts of deviltry in order 
to cause trouble. They are accursed people [my emphasis]. But in Egypt they are upright. If 
a soldier who receives his salary finds among the coins debased ones, and if he comes across 
a sarraf, the latter will change the debased coins"64. 
 
In any case, one should take into consideration, as Michael Winter points out, that 
"dealing in money, jewels and precious metals was lucrative, but also dangerous and inevitably 
caused jealousy and hatred"65. Also, as the financial burden of running a grandee household was 
very heavy66, it is reasonable to assume that some of Evliya’s patrons and companions owed large 
sums of money to Jewish sarrafs. This may also explain Evliya’s expressions of hostility. 
Last but not least, the Seyahatname reflects the belief that Jews are not only doomed to 
an afterlife in hell, but also to a life of misery and humiliation here on earth. Evliya describes the 
harsh life of Jews in various locations. In Istanbul in 1638 everyone throws stones at the Jews 
during the procession of the city’s guilds before Sultan Murad IV. They are powerless so they need 
the protection of the soldiers67. In Van (eastern Anatolia), if a Jew, or a Persian, enters the fortress 
of the city, he is killed by the "true believers" of Islam68. While in Cairo: 
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"If a Jew perishes, the Jews get men from the police authority [for protection] to bring his 
filthy carcass for burial. The soldiers escort the procession at night with torches towards the 
cemetery of the Jews near Al-Basatin... The Jews are not allowed to bury their dead in the 
daytime. Indeed this is a very painful torment for the Jews. May God make more of this 
kind"69. 
 
At the same time, Evliya alludes to the punishment awaiting infidels such as Shiites70 and 
Jews in the hereafter. His description of the Süleymaniye Mosque in Istanbul (commissioned by 
Süleyman "the Lawgiver") includes the following story: 
 
"Süleyman Khan had the building of this mosque stop for a year and built other pious works. 
Shah Tahmasp, the king of Persia, when he heard of the halt to construction, dispatched a 
great embassy with 1000 purses of money and a box of all kinds of valuable jewels… In the 
presence of the emissary he [Süleyman Khan] distributed the 1000 purses of money to the 
Jews in Istanbul, and not a grain was left. He addressed the emissary, saying:  
The heretic on judgment day 
Will be an ass beneath the Jew 
To your masters the Jews then, who will mount you when the time comes, let your money 
be allotted, so that when they do mount you on judgment day, they may spare you the spur 
and whip"71. 
 
The belief that God would condemn the Shiites to be the asses of the Jews in hell on 
Judgment Day seems to have circulated among the supreme religious authorities in Evliya’s time72. 
Here and in other places, Evliya employs an anecdote to illustrate the wide limits of tolerance73. 
 
3. Ethnic stereotyping 
 
In his work on Evliya Çelebi, Robert Dankoff demonstrates that the traveler’s attitude 
towards various ethnic groups of the Ottoman Empire can be labeled as ethnic stereotyping. The 
Kurds, for example, are rebellious, contentious, crude and overly-concerned for their honor. 
Gypsies are irreligious, thieving, tyrannical, and good-for-nothing. Anatolian Turks are crude and 
unsophisticated, unrefined bumpkins74. 
What about the Jews? Throughout the Book of Travels one can find quite a number of 
unflattering ethnic stereotypes, some of which can also be explained by the circumstances of the 
time. To start with, Jews are narrow-minded and fanatical as evidenced by their dietary laws 
(kashrut). These laws deal with the types of food (animals, birds, and fish) permitted for 
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consumption and how they should be prepared. Meat must not be consumed or cooked together 
with milk or other dairy products (cheese, butter, sour cream, fresh cream, etc.)75. Therefore the 
Jews used oil, such as olive oil or sesame oil, instead of butter or clarified butter for cooking76. In 
addition, milk or dairy foods must be prepared under the supervision of a Jew77. As for beverages, 
it is forbidden to consume wine processed and/or bottled by gentiles78. Avigdor Levy says that 
"due to the Jewish requirement to observe dietary laws, food-processing was everywhere, and at 
all times, a major Jewish occupation. Jews worked as slaughterers, butchers, meat processors, 
cheese and wine makers, millers and bakers"79. 
Evliya Ҫelebi complains that the Jews do not eat meat slaughtered by Muslims, they only 
consume sesame oil and fresh butter (unlike the Muslims who consume clarified butter), and they 
will not buy pastry from shops that do not have an overseer certifying that only sesame oil is used. 
The Jews are so strict about observing the dietary laws that they are willing to die for them. 
Moreover, "the Jews never accept food and drink from other people. Indeed, they do not mingle 
with others"80. In contrast, the Karaites in Crimea are seemingly friendlier because they "do not 
distinguish between kosher and non-kosher foods. They eat whatever they are served, even if it is 
prepared with clarified butter, and any kind of meat, even if the tendon is not removed"81. Thus, it 
appears that Evliya is familiar with the Jewish dietary laws but does not approve of them.  
There is a growing body of work on how food is used to signify, classify, and construct 
identity82. Notably, early modern travel literature contains many examples of the use of foodways 
as a powerful marker to both define and differentiate. For Evliya and other Ottoman and European 
travelers, people who ate different foods or similar foods in a different manner were regarded as 
different83. 
Similarly, cleanliness serves as a marker of definition and differentiation. Evliya repeatedly 
mentions Jewish filth and stench. In the discussion of the 1660 great fire in Istanbul, he takes 
comfort in the fact that "the filthy houses of Jews residing within Jews’ Gate were destroyed and 
burned in the flames"84. In like manner he describes the "ill-omened" houses of the Karaite Jews in 
Menkup/Mengup (Crimea) as "filthy and nasty"85. Evliya also expresses disgust at the dirty narrow 
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streets of the Jewish quarter in Salonica86. He even says that the mouths of the Jews smell like a 
rotting carcass87. 
The filthy appearance of non-Muslims, especially Jews, is associated with their bathing 
habits88. In his description of Sofia, Evliya says that the city has five hot springs, while "the fourth is 
only for Rabbinic Jews; all other communities are loath to enter it"89. Another example relates to 
the sugar dealers’ bathhouse in Cairo. It is the cleanest in the city because its founder stipulated 
that Jews, Copts and Greeks may not enter90. It may be assumed that the reputation of the Jews 
for filth and stench had two possible reasons: the fact that a great number of Jewish families lived 
in poverty, especially after the sixteenth century; and the Jews’ involvement, since the Middle 
Ages, in malodorous occupations such as the manufacture of leather and the dyeing of fabrics91. In 
contrast to the perceived dirtiness of non-Muslims, the Muslims, Shiites and Sunnis alike, are 
clean. Evliya is very impressed by the clean cooks in the royal bazaars of Qarabaghlar (in today’s 
Ajerbaijan), and explains that the cooks are very clean because they are Muslims92.  
Not all Jews struggled with harsh living conditions in poor, over-populated neighborhoods. 
Some successful Jews lived in wealth and luxury in large, elegant houses93. Therefore, the Jews 
were also reputed to possess great wealth94. So when Evliya reports on witchcraft in a Bulgarian 
village, he observes in passing that you never see "wealthy people’s houses without Jews"95. Not 
surprisingly, this is the only reference I have found on this subject. After all, as Yaron Ben-Naeh 
points out, "the ridiculers and slanderers preferred to concentrate their attention on the lower 
classes of Jewish society…because they wanted to emphasize the image of the contemptuous and 
pathetic Jew"96. In any event, on the one hand we find poor Jews and on the other rich and 
influential but stingy Jews.  
Another ethnic stereotype maintained that good-looking Jewish boys are catamites. In 
fact, "there is no more despised group of catamites than they [Rabbanite Istanbulite Jewish 
boys]"97. The same holds true for Crimean Karaite Jewish boys: 
 
"And due to Menkup’s [in the northern part of the Crimean Peninsula] delightful climate, 
they [Karaites] have many very lovely boys — ruddy-faced Jewish lads with doe eyes and 
sweet speech. Indeed, men from all over Crimea who are fond of boys come here to engage 
in pederasty. One such dissolute boy-chaser intoned the following naughty verse: 
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A Jewish lad did I pervert 
To Love’s religion did I convert 
Satan cheered: ‘Bravo! Well done!"98 
 
It is worth noting that despite the strict religious prohibition, love and same-sex relations 
between men were relatively prevalent phenomena in Muslim societies in general and Ottoman 
society in particular. Generally, young boys or slaves, who were believed to have a feminine sexual 
identity, were objects of male desire99. Thus, in seventeenth century Ottoman society, desire for 
and intercourse with beardless boys were not regarded as deviations from "normal" sexuality. 
Rather, as Dror Ze’evi observes, at one point in that period "it seemed as though the religious 
establishment itself might succumb to popular homoerotic practices and that some influential 
sects might succeed in making such practices part and parcel of mainstream religion"100. 
Homosexual acts were also common among Ottoman Jews, and between Jews and non-Jews101. 
Still, it is not by chance that Evliya portrayed the Jew as the passive partner, the one being 
penetrated by a Muslim male. A man who willingly chose to be penetrated was stereotyped as 
weak and effeminate and treated with contempt. In contrast, the active partner was more highly 
regarded, his honor was unimpaired, and he was considered masculine and virile102. Thus, Evliya 
even employs a controversial issue such as homoerotic relations to demonstrate Muslim 
superiority. The question remains as to why so many Jewish boys became male prostitutes? In 
Istanbul, this might be linked to the worsening economic situation of the Jews103. 
Jews are also depicted as cowards. This is not surprising considering that the quality most 
commonly attributed to Jews in popular humorous anecdotes is cowardice104. This trait also 
appears in the Koran. Evliya says that the Jewish inhabitants of Galata (one of the oldest districts 
of Istanbul) always fear their Christian neighbors105. When comparing the Hungarians to the 
Austrians, he notes that "compared to the Hungarians the Austrians are like Jews: they have no 
stomach for a fight and are not swordsmen or horsemen"106.  
Furthermore, Evliya describes one of the fortified cave cities of Crimea, Gevher-Kerman, in 
the following manner: 
 
 "In that fortress you will not find Muslims. The fortress commander, the soldiers and the 
doorkeepers are all [Karaite] Jews. There are many weapons between the gates of the 
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fortress. Yet the Jews have no courage to use them. That is why the fortress is called “the 
fortress of the Jews,” even though its original name is Gevherkerman. You will not find 
cannons and guns there since the Jews have no stomach for the sound of cannons or guns... 
Instead, the Jews piled up 100,000 stones on all four sides of the fortress to be thrown in the 
event of a siege"107. 
 
One should take into consideration, however, that Jews were not allowed to bear arms 
and were not admitted into military service until the final years of the Ottoman Empire/tanzimat 
period108. Hence, it was almost impossible for them to acquire military skills. Not to mention that if 
a Jew raised a hand against a Muslim he could face the death penalty109.  
Apparently, Evliya finds one positive thing to say about the Jews: they are excellent 
entertainers. As early as 1539, Jews participated in every public festival in Istanbul and Edirne110 as 
musicians, dancers, magicians, fire workers, and operators of puppet shows and shadow 
theatres111. In fact, up until the nineteenth century many Jewish men and young boys made their 
living as entertainers112. Evliya especially praises Jewish entertainers for their dancing and playing 






The portrayal of the Jews in Evliya’s travelogue, as well as in other contemporary sources, 
was influenced, first and foremost, by the political, economic and social conditions of the 
seventeenth century. By emphasizing the negative image of the Jews as portrayed in the Koran 
and the Hadith, and by condemning them for being racially different, Evliya and his 
contemporaries strove to affirm Sunni Muslim self-identity and the Muslim sense of moral 
superiority during a turbulent period characterized by religious zeal along with social, economic 
and political problems. The Jews are therefore portrayed as: mean, accursed, irreligious, 
unbelievers, hostile, unreliable, persecutors and killers of their own prophets, cunning, deceitful, 
doomed to suffer here on earth and in the afterlife, fanatical, narrow-minded, remote, catamites, 
immoral, filthy, wealthy, and cowardly.  
Indeed, Jews were not the only group referred to in disparaging terms. Evliya Çelebi shares 
the pejorative Ottoman view of many other groups within and beyond the borders of the Empire. 
Thus, we find in the Seyahatname phrases such as "cussed Cossacks", "inauspicious Ukrainians", 
"shameless Transylvanians", "faithless Germans", "fornicating Hungarians", "treacherous 
Persians/Shiites", and "tricky Franks". Not to mention Evliya's negative ethnic stereotyping of 
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Kurds, Arabs, Gypsies, and others115. Still, despite Evliya's seemingly negative judgment of the 
Europeans, his description of their customs fluctuates between rejection and appreciation116. 
Naturally, he is far more broadminded and tolerant in his attitude towards Sunni Muslims, and is 
even willing to forgive some of the shameful practices associated with the Persians/Shiites117. 
All in all, it seems that the perception of Jews was extremely negative compared to the 
perception of other groups, and it was not devoid of emotional hatred. Evliya Ҫelebi's perception 
of the Jews was not limited to the man himself118, and was shared by other Ottoman writers of his 
time. This casts doubt on the common idealistic, modern-day perceptions about the high degree 
of tolerance towards religious minorities under Ottoman rule. Needless to say, however, we 
should be careful not to generalize the attitudes of all members of Ottoman Muslim society 
toward Jews in the mid-to late seventeenth century. Furthermore, we should not conflate feelings 
of prejudice or dislike with concrete actions which seldom occured. Nevertheless, Evliya’s 
travelogue reflects the growing intolerance towards the Jews and many other groups at that time, 
especially during the kadizadeli era, when the Jews seemed to be overstepping the bounds of their 
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